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Religion, Ethnicity and ‘Conversion’ in the 1641 Irish Rebellion 
This article examines the attempt to coerce large numbers of Protestants to 
‘convert’ to Catholicism during the 1641 Irish Rebellion. Drawing especially on 
the 1641 Depositions, it argues that such ‘conversions’ were both a powerful and 
ritualised form of violence, but also provide tangible evidence of evolving 
religious and ethnic loyalties in seventeenth-century Ireland. Focusing on 
previously-neglected coerced conversions shed light not just on the rising itself, 
but also wider Irish society. In particular, the emergence of ‘Irish’ as the primary 
identifier of the Catholic population – both Old English and native Irish – is here 
scrutinised. ‘Conversions’ during the rebellion provide the opportunity to see the 
application of such categories on the ground, and question the narrative of an 
ascendant religious identity. The article also positions Ireland itself as part of a 
wider European and Atlantic story in debates – and conflict – surrounding 
conversion, faith, and loyalty. 
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In a November 1641 letter, the government official and author Sir John Temple 
described the violence-ridden state of Ireland. By the time Temple put pen to paper on 30 
November, the country had witnessed the outbreak and spread of an Irish Catholic 
rebellion that had unleashed significant violence against the Protestant community. 
Writing to the lord lieutenant, the earl of Leicester, he declared: 
 
the Rebells are growen to that height and insolency... for the settling of the Romish 
religion to w[h]ich they now proclaime to be the cause of there taking armes, and as 
strange torments as they use in the inquisition, labour to drawe many to change there 
religion.1  
 
Temple here captured a central feature of the 1641 Irish Rebellion: the attempt to induce, 
or coerce, large numbers of Protestants to attend Catholic services and potentially 
abandon their Protestantism. Over 400 witnesses testified that people they knew, or even 
they themselves, had either been pressed to or had actually attended the mass.2 The 
reasons they gave for this attendance ranged from promises of restoration of goods and 
property, protection from further violence, through to seizing an opportunity for material 
gain and power, and outright intimidation and compulsion for fear of death.3 This article 
focuses on these coerced ‘conversions’ as a powerful, ritualised form of violence, but also 
uses them as a lens through which to view and investigate a very tangible example of 
evolving religious and ethnic affiliations in early modern Ireland. 
Intensive examination of this violence allows for a greater understanding of the 
1641 rebellion. The uprising’s character as a political, social, religious or ethnic conflict 
– or a combination of all of those – has long been the subject of fierce debate.4 A focus 
on the attempted mass conversion from Protestantism to Catholicism as a key part of the 
rebellion throws light on all of these, but particularly shows the friction between religion 
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and ethnicity as a major force in spurring bloodshed, displacement and intimidation. 
Much previous scholarship has been concerned with both the causes of the rebellion, and 
the interpersonal violence on show, including killings of Protestants.5 Despite the 
emphasis on religion in Irish history more broadly, specifically religious violence, 
including forced conversion, has received comparatively little sustained scholarly 
attention. Brian MacCuarta offered vital insights, though concentrated on south Ulster, 
while Elaine Murphy and Annaleigh Margey’s work did not fully engage with the 
plurality of ‘conversion’ experiences, as well as gradations in terminology and meaning 
embedded in these statements; elsewhere, religious dimensions to violence are typically 
folded into wider discussions of the conflict.6  
However, ‘conversion’ is a unique lens for investigating not only the rising, but 
also wider Irish society in the seventeenth century, and greatly rewards more thorough 
study. The seeming compulsion of large numbers to abandon their faith and embrace 
another points to a strongly religious character for the rebellion: there was the apparent 
belief that ‘all must be of one religion’ - meaning, of course, Catholicism.7 However, this 
seemingly-universal aim to ‘make Ireland Catholic’ belies the treacherous undercurrents: 
seventeenth-century Ireland was riven by religious and ethnic tensions as decades of 
English efforts to ‘convert’ and ‘civilise’ the country wrought great changes.8 Conflict 
exposed those rifts, and placed in the spotlight the actual workings of individual and 
collective identity. One key area has been the recognition of the emergence of ‘Irish’ as 
the primary identifier of both the Old English and native Irish Catholics: a unifying term 
founded in confessional solidarity. However, much scholarly attention has focused on 
clerics and intellectuals, such as Geoffrey Keating’s articulation of ‘Irishness’.9 
Examining conversion in the 1641 Rebellion enables a thorough investigation of the 
working-out of such categories and labels ‘on the ground’. While acknowledging that 
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unrest undoubtedly heightens hostility and pre-existing stresses, interrogating conversion 
points to the apparent acceptance of these new group affiliations, but not a total 
acquiescence, with discrimination and creativity at work in their application. Identifying 
and describing this selectivity also facilitates more nuanced understandings of the 
rebellion itself, by thoroughly interrogating the key categories of ‘Irish’, ‘Catholic’, 
‘English’ and ‘Protestant’ that are central to the two opposing ‘sides’. 
The chief source for investigating these ‘conversions’ is the 1641 Depositions, 
and there are over 400 statements that mention them. Despite presenting serious 
challenges of interpretation and reliability, they remain the core body of evidence 
regarding all facets of coerced conversion down to the autumn of 1642.10 Further, the 
depositions were also the foundation of many contemporary accounts of the rebellion, 
including well-known works by Henry Jones and Sir John Temple.11 Indeed, in Jones’s 
Remonstrance the depositions were acclaimed as demonstrating ‘both the validity of our 
proceedings, and the truth of this our sayd Remonstrance’.12 Given the weight 
seventeenth-century people placed on them, their looming presence in many related 
sources, and their breadth and variety, they are impossible to ignore: they must be 
engaged with and interrogated closely, despite their unevenness. What the depositions 
reveal is that ‘turning papist’ was something reported in all provinces, and practically 
every county: along with killing, terrorising, and property crimes, this was violence that 
was widespread.13  
The distinction between hearsay and eyewitness testimony is a key consideration 
when examining the depositions. The problem of hearsay has been noted by historians, 
with claims as to the depositions’ unreliability.14 Following Nicholas Canny, while we 
must tread carefully in evaluating the ‘veracity’ of reported events,  the depositions 
‘convey some sense of the terror which gripped the minds of the settlers as word reached 
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them’.15 While Canny was here referring to the reports of massacre, the same could be 
said of the rumours of a mass conversion in circulation, with the seeming abandonment 
of Protestantism – and its professors – looming on the Irish horizon. The potential insights 
to be gleaned from gossip, allegations and rumours – and their associated emotions, 
including fear, anger and disgust – are undoubtedly a fruitful area for future 
investigation.16 
It is impossible to provide a comprehensive quantitative analysis of ‘conversions’ 
within the depositions. Many deponents do not provide sufficient information to allow 
this: while some provided lists of names, others deployed generalities such as ‘some 
protestants revolted from their religion’.17 Some general observations are possible, 
however. There was a spread of ‘victims’, with men, women and children all seemingly 
compelled to various degrees to attend mass. In one such case, Morris Midlebrook of 
Fermanagh, together with his wife and child, was threatened with being burned out of his 
house unless he would go to mass.18 Wives were frequently mentioned (though not always 
specifically named) as attending mass with their husbands, with examples in the lists of 
defectors supplied by ffrances Bridgeman of Clare, and Anne Lister of Carlow: two 
women in two different provinces who nonetheless claimed to have witnessed very 
similar phenomena.19 In other cases, men were specifically targeted. The Fethard minister 
George Lowe for instance was ‘horribill[y] murther[ed]’ and his body cast into a nearby 
river after he refused to be ‘conformabill’ to the Catholic religion.20 While his position as 
a Protestant minister may partly explain it,21 the ferocity of the violence on show against 
many Protestants demands closer investigation: coerced ‘conversion’ was a significant 
feature of the wider conflict. 
Alert to these issues, the article nevertheless aims at deeper exploration of 
‘conversion’ and the rebellion. Section I addresses the matrix of early modern practices 
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and arguments surrounding both religious conformity and conversion. Far from merely 
attempting to define ‘conversion’ or the behaviours surrounding it in the rebellion, it 
argues that the variety – indeed confusion – of actions on display reflects the mosaic of 
resentments that patterned the conflict, and the importance of ‘conversion’ as a wider 
tactic of violence in seventeenth-century Ireland. The violence directed against ‘converts’ 
is the focus of Section II, and offers a more thorough investigation into how ethnic and 
religious loyalties informed coercion and religious change. This discussion also includes 
an examination of how ‘outliers’, such as native Irish Protestants, underlined how 
conversion, conformity and coercion lay at the crossroads of religious and ethnic tensions 
in Ireland, with the rebellion bringing them to the fore. Throughout, there is sustained use 
and analysis of the 1641 Depositions. Where possible, I have attempted to highlight issues 
of interpretation and to question absences. While the article does not provide a dedicated 
section to discussing these vital sources, it is my intention that both this intensive usage, 
as well as showcasing both strengths and difficulties, will constitute a contribution to the 
ongoing scholarly debate surrounding how to integrate these documents into early 
modern Irish history. 
 
I 
One of the key failings of the historiography of religious violence in 1641 is the 
lack of close investigation of the language and actions of ‘conversion’ – where it is 
discussed, it is often to note that people were coerced, but tends not to go further.22 Doing 
so, however, reaps significant rewards. In addition to showing the importance of previous 
patterns of conflict, especially through religious divisions, as well as providing insight 
into the workings of mixed religious and ethnic communities, careful examination shows 
something of the subtlety with which early modern people could approach and understand 
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conversion and related acts, with fine-grained distinctions and vocabulary often at work 
in their descriptions.23 We see terms such as ‘turning Papist’, ‘seduced’, ‘fallen away’, 
‘turned to mass’. Two things become apparent in this morass: first, contemporaries 
themselves were not entirely clear on how to categorise or describe events; second, there 
was nonetheless a sense that in most cases, such ‘conversions’ were not genuine, and 
were instead a temporary measure.  
On the first point, the diversity of terms used by deponents is striking. This variety 
raises an important point about the depositions themselves, indicating that there was space 
for considerable agency and choice on the part of witnesses, despite the frequent guiding 
hand of the commissioners: in the depositions collected by Henry Bisse in Munster for 
instance, many deponents mentioned any knowledge – both eyewitness and hearsay – of 
‘conversion’ at the end of their statements, indicating a possible order of questioning, or 
a prompting by him as they concluded whether they had any such information.24 This 
flexibility and consciousness on the part of deponents should not surprise: Marie-Louise 
Coolahan has stressed that legal texts, including depositions, were ‘collaborations’ 
between witness, commissioner and scribe, with room for both the personal and the 
official voice.25 In a wider early modern context, Andrea Frisch and Natalie Zemon Davis 
have emphasised the desire of deponents to appear credible, and create as authentic and 
comprehensive accounts as possible of what had transpired.26 Even if the collecting 
commissioners did have an important role, the individuality of those giving depositions 
should not be underestimated. This is evident in the wide selection of terms that were – 
and were not – employed. 
Terms often found in modern historiography are striking by their absence in the 
depositions. ‘Convert’ is used very infrequently, and is found as both a noun and a verb, 
to describe people and actions.27 ‘Apostasy’ and ‘apostate’ are also uncommon.28 Much 
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more used are terms such as ‘drawn to mass’ and ‘turned papist’. This perhaps indicates 
that witnesses were unsure themselves of what exactly was occurring with their putative 
co-religionists: phrases such as ‘drawn to mass’ implied a kind of conformity, while 
‘turned papist’ could be the influence of commissioners such as Bisse. To ‘turn away’ 
from religion also had biblical origins, with Deuteronomy 13:5 commanding that false 
prophets or ‘dreamers’ that ‘turn you away from the Lord your God’ be put to death; verse 
6 also described the ‘enticing’ of the faithful away to serve other gods, indicating a strong 
biblical foundation for such rhetoric among deponents.29  
Most of these terms, however, point to the second feature noted: that there was a 
shared sense among many that such ‘turnings’ were not genuine. Lead deposition 
commissioner Henry Jones noted in his 1643 treatise that such ‘converts’ were gained 
through ‘feare of death or wonne by promise of restauration or continuation of goods to 
their profession’.30 Deponents frequently used the language of compulsion and constraint: 
Robert Hamilton of Tipperary stated that ‘severall’ English Protestants in Fethard were 
‘compelid’ to ‘turne to their Romane religion’.31 In distant Fermanagh, John Martin 
presents an interesting example, as he and his wife attended Mass before fleeing to 
Dublin. He noted ‘they were constrained to goe to Mass one day’, emphasising the 
compulsion and threat behind such actions.32 People were ‘compelled and constrained’, 
but also ‘drawn away’ and ‘seduced’, deliberately conjuring the impression of lack of 
choice: both coercion and a degree of weakness, or ignorance, on the part of the ‘seduced’ 
parties is implied. This was likely a deliberate choice by many deponents, manipulating 
authoritative biblical language, but absolving the guilty of any real responsibility: it was 
an important element to the claim to ‘universal victimization’ of Irish Protestants.33 This 
was an attempt to convince –  themselves, the commissioners, the wider world – that such 
‘conversions’ were not true, and that the Protestant community remained faithful. The 
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varied terminology may reflect this: ‘convert’ was seemingly not widely used, as it may 
have implied conviction, which the men and women under investigation did not believe 
the defectors truly had. 
‘Turned papist’ arguably carries different overtones. Here it is especially 
important to be mindful of the potential guiding hand of the deposition commission in the 
choice of this phrase: ‘become papist’ was how several royal commissions described the 
abandonment of Protestantism, and so may have been a phrase the commissioners and 
their clerk used with witnesses.34 ‘Papist’ could have several meanings. In John Milton’s 
view, ‘papists’ were those who followed tradition and ‘additions to the word of God’, 
thus descending into superstition and idolatry, versus the true biblicism of Protestants.35 
Peter Lake has argued that ‘papist’ carried political overtones, suggesting more than just 
religious disloyalty or delusion: it was characterised by loyalty to the pope, who 
encouraged aggression against the true faith.36 Alexandra Walsham has pointed to the 
distinction between ‘recusant’ and ‘papist’, with papists superstitious idolaters who 
nonetheless obeyed secular regulations.37 In the context of a rebellion, the use of papist 
by the authorities is perhaps meant to imply both the ‘falling away’ into, or ‘seduction’ 
by superstition, but could also have political connotations, such as the Lords Justices’ 
description of the ‘Papist plot’ to take Dublin Castle, that was meant to be the opening 
act of the rebellion – and with it confirmation of disloyalty, violence and disobedience.38 
It is also in this context that Temple described the ‘inquisition’ of the Irish Catholics, 
summoning images of both the Spanish Inquisition and the Black Legend that were in 
wide circulation in England in 1641.39  
In some depositions, ‘turned papist’ was used when describing the few cases of a 
seemingly genuine embrace of Catholicism, and/or an embrace of violence by such 
‘converts’. One example, given by Thomas Turner of Tipperary, described how Cardiffe 
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Richardson ‘turned papist and is now in actuall Rebbellion’; in Clare, Walter James and 
Thomas Atkins listed a number of Englishmen, ‘protestants formerly, but since this 
rebellion turned papist haue banded themselues seuerely in armes against the English’.40 
However, in other cases no such motivation is discernible. It may simply underline that, 
while the depositions are often incredible sources of insight and information, at other 
times they are inscrutable, and are as revealing of confusion as anything else. 
The plurality of language used was matched by a variety of practice too. In 
keeping with the emphasis on ‘going to mass’, for many this encapsulated both the 
concept, and the action: they provided no further information, as ‘going to mass’ was 
likely sufficient to convey their intended meaning. There is no mention of any attendees 
receiving communion at these masses. There are however scattered references to 
confession, especially as understood by Catholics as the sacrament of reconciliation: in 
one memorable deposition, Carlow man Robert Wadding was stripped and robbed, and 
would likely have been killed without the intervention of Owen Gaukagh Birne. In 
‘exchange’, Birne insisted that Wadding be ‘reconciled’ to the Catholic church, and 
brought him to the priest William Reynolds. Reynolds was ‘soe busied in giving 
absolutions to the poore English Inhabitants therabouts’; when Wadding’s turn came, the 
priest demanded that before he receive absolution, he swear an oath of loyalty to both the 
king, and the pope as ‘supreame heard [sic] over the Church of Ireland’, to whom loyalty 
in ‘all Causes spitituall [sic] whatsoever’ was demanded.41 However, such a level of 
ceremony was seemingly uncommon, with most simply describing behaviour as ‘turning 
to mass’: whether similar rituals were carried out elsewhere is unknown.  
Similarly uncommon was rebaptism, though it was nonetheless reported in a 
couple of depositions. Dennes Mountgomery’s statement described the rebaptism of 
several Protestants in her Cavan parish, with the priest reportedly saying ‘they could not 
12 
 
be Christians vnles they were soe Christened anewe’. This apparent total rejection of 
Protestant baptism was not widely reported elsewhere.42 In contrast, Frauncis Sacheverell 
of Armagh claimed that children brought by ‘some English’ to be baptised by a Catholic 
priest were refused, and later those same children ‘and the people that brought them’ were 
killed in the churchyard by ‘the Irishe’.43 In this case, it is difficult to discern what 
happened: whether the priest refused to (re)baptise already-baptised Protestant children, 
or whether the children were not yet baptised – Sacheverell describes them as ‘young’, 
so the latter is possible. The priest’s refusal however, and the violence afterwards, 
indicates the degree of ferocity that accompanied this issue. Further, it also points to a 
variety both of language and of action among Irish Catholics: there was seemingly no 
agreed way to ‘reconcile’ Protestants – or even agreement about whether they should be 
reconciled at all. 
It is clear from the previous examples that the Catholic clergy were often involved 
in such efforts, though with varying practices and emphases in how to effect these 
‘conversions’. However, they were not always to the forefront, with many laity also active 
in efforts to compel mass attendance, suggesting that concerns with religious uniformity 
and the ‘purity’ of the confessional landscape were not solely clerical.44 However, the 
clergy were likely very active in the background of seemingly lay attempts to convert 
their Protestant neighbours: it is significant that Owen Gaukagh Birne insisted that Robert 
Wadding needed the attentions of a priest, though Birne himself was the one to suggest 
Wadding’s ‘reconciliation’. The influence of the Catholic clergy in directing both actions 
and beliefs cannot be underestimated in these cases. Clergy were subject to the same 
animosities and prejudices as lay Catholics, with one priest declaring ‘we all must cut off 
the English’, implying a shared mission of sorts: while the clergy were key actors, they 
also relied on and amplified existing hostilities to prompt action among laypeople. 
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The great variety of both expressions and behaviour shows the need to interrogate 
more thoroughly both early modern and contemporary concepts of conversion. Modern 
arguments centre around ideas of transformation, of regeneration, and of a definitive, 
often sudden, ‘break’ from the past. William James described the involvement of both 
emotion and psychology, and conversion’s plural character: it can be sudden, but also a 
more gradual ‘surrender’.45 Further scholarship has drawn on sociology, anthropology, 
linguistics and a number of other fields in the bid to more fully understand this complex 
phenomenon. There has also been the acknowledgment that often, ‘conversion is what a 
group or a person says it is’, further underlining its often-nebulous qualities.46 James, 
moreover, described an important feature of conversion that resonates for our study: it is 
rarely permanent, at least in the level of fervour of the believer, and perceived 
‘backsliding’ was a widespread characteristic of groups such as evangelical Christians.47 
While the 1641 case is most likely not concerned with cases of ‘regeneration’ in this 
sense, it is important to note that transiency is and was a central characteristic of religious 
belief. Social, political and ethnic factors of course form a critical backdrop, ranging from 
self-preservation to wider social imperatives of ‘getting along’ and avoiding conflict.48 
Such impulses were at work in 1640s Ireland too. 
In the early modern world, conversion was often a highly partisan and charged 
struggle. Duane J. Corpis has identified the later sixteenth and seventeenth centuries as a 
period when conversion came to be understood more as a ‘boundary crossing’ between 
different ‘theological, institutional and historic territories’.49 Such a conceptualisation is 
particularly helpful in the Irish case where ethnic hostilities, often rooted in language, 
descent, custom as well as religion, also played a crucial role in attitudes towards 
conversion and converts. Among early modern Catholics, many described ‘conversion’ 
in terms of reconciliation, with much Catholic thought stressing the idea that Protestants 
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did not convert, but instead were restored to the true faith: a return from the wilderness 
of heresy.50 Protestantism was frequently conceived of as a deviation, a ‘disease’ that 
could be cured through this reconciliation with the church. Henry Jones even noted this, 
writing that many of the Catholic ‘proselyte-makers’ parsed their activities as 
‘reconciliation (as they call it)’.51 In pursuit of this, the church authorised large numbers 
of clergy – from bishops to friars – to absolve heresy and reconcile people with the 
church.52  
The relationship between violence and conversion was a heated topic within and 
between confessions, as well as among historians. Ian Campbell has demonstrated that a 
very small number of Irish Catholic clergy believed in conversion by force, though their 
views were likely not very widely shared.53 Compulsion versus persuasion was a 
persistent topic of debate in relation to the conversion of the American Indians, and was 
at the heart of debates between Juan Ginés de Sepúlveda, and Bartolomé de Las Casas in 
1550,54 while even in the 1690s it was a source of hot controversy among the Jesuits of 
northern New Spain, some of whom used flogging as a tool for disciplining their neophyte 
followers.55 In other cases, coercion could be more subtle, taking the form of punitive 
policies and/or inducements, such as among the Huguenots of later seventeenth-century 
France.56 In seventeenth-century Bohemia, persuasion was central to the 
‘recatholicisation’ of the country – but force was never far from the surface.57 We could 
also read social and political factors as pressure, with conversion reflecting ‘the social 
and political concerns of its believers’.58 As Judith Pollmann has argued, ‘it is likely that 
confessional choice was determined as much by people’s assessment of collective 
religious needs and the bond between God and society, as by their individual commitment 
to a body of doctrine’.59 Such communal tensions and demands can be read into the Irish 
rebellion: while perverted by extreme violence, there were still powerful ideas of 
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community and ‘belonging’ at work in the Irish efforts to make their neighbours ‘papists’. 
Further, we can also discern such ideas among their persecuted neighbours: the temporary 
attendance by Protestants at the mass can be seen as an effort at collective self-
preservation, a short-lived tactic that while superficially humiliating and disconcerting, 
ensured their survival and an eventual return to Protestantism. 
For the Irish rebellion, all of these conversion debates are an important backdrop. 
Efforts towards ‘conversion’ can be read as ‘purification’,60 as ‘reconciliation’; on the 
part of Protestants, the demands of familial and communal safekeeping and wellbeing 
arguably emerged ahead of strict doctrinal orthodoxy. ‘Turning’ papist was an important 
survival strategy, and one that many likely viewed as temporary. In this, early modern 
ideas of conformity are crucial. In England, conformity was the central plank of Church 
of England: it was enshrined in the Elizabethan Settlement, and attendance at the state 
church was a major yardstick of religious and political orthodoxy.61 Nonconformist 
Protestants as well as Catholics found themselves under pressure to follow this 
imperative, and failure to do so resulted in persecution and, especially in the latter’s case, 
bloody scenes on the scaffold. The Elizabethan and Stuart church however held out 
conformity as an escape from persecution, showing the stress placed upon it as agent of 
education and conversion, as well as discipline.62  
Conformity could also be an escape from persecution. Alexandra Walsham’s 
study of church papists provides a clear demonstration of the often-necessary distinction 
between belief and outward behaviour. Many English Catholics, at times of particular 
pressure or persecution, embraced church papistry as a way to avoid familial or financial 
ruin through recusancy fines or other punitive measures. Occasional conformity, 
however, did not mean they had abandoned their faith: Catholic leaders such as Henry 
Garnet and William Allen acknowledged the pressures facing the community, and 
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recognized that occasional conformity was understandable, and forgivable if the persons 
concerned repented and confessed.63 The distinction between outward behavior and inner 
belief drawn by many early modern people, as well as their commitment to upholding the 
law, is an important consideration for the Irish case. The pressure to ‘turn papist’ or be 
‘conformabill’ to the Catholic religion did not imply a total abandonment of 
Protestantism. The seeming ability of many Protestants in Ireland to distinguish between 
the short-term action compelled by necessity, and a continued commitment to their faith, 
bears many parallels with church papistry in England: there was a recognition of a degree 
of shame surrounding ‘turning’, but it was also only a passing blip that could be forgiven. 
There was acknowledgment of this by the deposition commissioners themselves, with 
their 1643 tract declaring that people were ‘terrified’ into conformity with Catholicism, 
but that such ‘conversions’ were not genuine.64 
Conformity was also a prominent idea and motivating rationale on the Catholic 
side. Efforts to coerce conformity to the Church of Ireland can be dated as far as back as 
the 1560s, with periodic bursts of persecution dotting the forty years prior to the 
rebellion.65 The differences in approach to Irish religious policy, divided between a more 
‘persuasive’ and a more ‘coercive’ approach meant the experience of people similarly 
oscillated, with episodes of harshness followed by longer intervals of seeming neglect. 
The one thing that seemingly united English monarchs and their advisors was that 
consistently harsh policies towards the Irish would only produce conflict and resistance 
– which they did, when applied – and so the religious landscape in Ireland was 
inconsistent.66 Such experiences likely left two major legacies for when an opportunity 
arose to impose Catholicism. First, was the model of coerced conformity itself, with 
people pressed to attend the ‘correct’ religious service as a sign of adherence and 
obedience to the dominant power of the time, as well as an acknowledgment of the truth 
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of Catholicism. The inheritance of decades of sporadic oppression and forced conformity 
was weighty, with Protestants in turn compelled to conform when Catholicism was in the 
ascendancy. The seeming success of the rebellion, and the de facto rule of Irish Catholics 
in many areas after its outbreak led them to imitate the priorities and methods of the 
Dublin government in their own religious policies, as a means both to control and to claim 
legitimacy. The declaration that ‘all must be of one Religion’ was surely a statement in 
that mold.67 
In light of these debates and questions, what are we to make of the religious 
coercion evident in the Irish rebellion? It is evident that a great deal of confusion reigned, 
both in practical terms with varying approaches adopted by Irish Catholics to such 
‘conversions’, as well as ideological diversity. The Irish case showed strong parallels with 
drives for conformity in both England and Ireland; European and Atlantic controversies 
also have resonances.68 In particular, debates concerning the acceptability of coercion, as 
well as increasing ‘territorialisation’ of religion and religious identity seem especially 
pertinent here, as they also raise questions touching conformity, and the means to achieve 
it. Assessing whether Irish Catholics sought to genuinely convert Protestants, or merely 
to force them to ‘conform’, is difficult; it may also be that for Catholics, attendance at 
mass, with the central ritual of the Eucharist, was sufficient to demonstrate acceptance. 
The mass was at the heart of Catholicism, as well as disputes surrounding it: attendance 
at the service could serve the aims of religious belief and political statement 
simultaneously. For many English church papists, refusal to take communion was a way 
of reconciling attendance, but not a full commitment to the established church.69 It is 
impossible to say from the depositions and other sources whether coerced attendees at 
mass took communion, though it seems unlikely given the emphasis on the Easter 
communion, and relative infrequency of receiving at other times, which may also help to 
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explain how they internally resolved their struggle between faith and action.70 The Irish 
example shows many competing motivations and justifications on the part of both 
intimidators and intimidated, and arriving at a simple categorisation of the religious 
coercion on show is impossible.  
However, in the midst of the confusion about terminology, belief and practice, it 
is possible to draw some wider arguments. The impetus towards coerced conversion, 
whether aimed at ‘true’ conversion or a form of conformity, exposed important faultlines 
in seventeenth century Ireland. In particular, the drive to create Catholics, even nominal 
ones, raises questions about the centrality of religion as chief marker of both belonging 
and exclusion, as advocated by Keating in the seventeenth century, and modern scholars 
in the twenty-first. Similarly, the violence experienced by those who either bowed to and 
resisted this pressure points to the persistence of ethnic affiliations, and asks us to 
consider how these ‘national’ loyalties both overlapped with and diverged from religious 
concerns, and complicates the picture of division settled on religious binaries. 
 
II 
Despite the frequent emphasis on conformity and reconciliation, the killing by 
Catholics of those who had ‘turned to mass’ was a not-uncommon occurrence in 1641-2. 
This is a significant problem to unpack: if religion was becoming the dominant marker of 
Irish identity, how then to explain the violence unleased on those who seemingly 
conformed to Catholicism? In their 1643 treatise, the deposition commissioners lamented 
the ‘seduceing’ of many Protestants to mass, only ‘afterwards as miserably massacred 
them’. For the authors, this was a clear manifestation of the undoubted ‘barbarous malice’ 
and cruelty of Irish Catholics.71 For many deponents, as well as writers like Jones, such 
actions were evidence both of the cruelty of Catholics, but also another instance of a 
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longstanding trend of Irish perfidy, a trait learned particularly from their priests and 
friars.72 Concerns around religious ‘purity’ and uniformity were certainly at work in 
explaining such violence. However, ideas that can be described as ‘ethnic’ were also 
powerful impulses in these cases, and both their overlap with and divergence from 
religious causes is worthy of further exploration. 
Certainly, fears surrounding the potential ‘pollution’ or danger to Catholicism 
from these recent ‘converts’, and doubts touching dissembling and sincerity, fueled 
violence. In one case in Armagh, Elizabeth Rolleston described how a group of Irishmen 
put to death ‘some of the protestants that had turned to their Religion’. However, the 
killers also said that ‘then they cold pray for them but cold not before becawse they were 
heretiques’, indicating a kind of callous ‘purification’ of the Protestants before their 
inevitable death.73 What is clear is that hostility against Protestants was not fully 
restrained even when they had seemingly abandoned their ‘heresy’, or had acquiesced to 
attending mass. Such actions were not sufficient to guarantee their safety, and demand 
consideration of other factors fueling violence. 
Religious change stood at the crossroads of religious and ethnic tensions in early 
modern Ireland. In the case of those who ‘converted’ or ‘conformed’, the question raised 
is whether such actions – ‘becoming’ Catholic – also made one Irish, or at least a kind of 
de facto Irish. The centrality of religion to an emerging ‘Irish’ identity has already been 
noted.74 Crucially however, such efforts were heavily shaped by the continental context 
of exile, particularly clerical exile.75 Examining coercion and ‘conversion’ in 1641 offers 
a way to interrogate how this reimagining may have manifested itself among the Catholic 
inhabitants of Ireland, and how they sought to relate it to existing ethnic groups. The 
creation of an ‘Irish Catholic’ identity was still a work in progress, a creative and creating 
process that also responded to and developed along with events and trends as they 
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occurred. One way to trace this change is to consider how such an imagining of ‘Irish’ 
and ‘Catholic’ was exclusionary, as well as how it sought to incorporate, and in this the 
role of the ‘converts’ of 1641 is especially important. Their apparent submission to 
Catholicism, attendance at mass, and so forth did not protect them in many cases: their 
Englishness, or Scottishness, could not be fully overcome.  
One of the largest and best-documented incidents of ‘convert’ violence occurred 
in Sligo, where a large number of Protestants had sought shelter in the town, and ‘were 
forced to goe to masse & gott protections’ as a result. However, their safety was to be 
short-lived. After being summoned to the town gaol, they were killed en masse by ‘divers 
Rebells most barbarous executioners’, and reportedly all buried together in one mass 
grave.76 On one level, this seems inexplicable: the Scottish and English had apparently 
lived quietly and peaceably in the town, attending mass and enjoying protection as 
promised.77 However, piecing together a number of testimonies, collected in some cases 
a year or two after the event, shows how the fragile compromise in Sligo disintegrated, 
and the entrenched ethnic hostilities of seventeenth-century Ireland. John Harrisson, one 
of the main sources for this incident, claimed he heard the story from some Sligo 
Protestants who managed to escape and flee to Boyle Castle, where Harrisson himself 
was taking refuge. According to these witnesses, the massacre occurred after news 
reached the town of ‘some disaster hapening to the Irish party in the North’.78  
The Sligo Protestants were killed because of their Englishness and Scottishness. 
Their apparent attendance at mass and other evidence of their submission to Irish 
authority was insufficient to save them, and they found themselves both the natural and 
easy targets of Irish rage following news of a defeat. Their collective punishment can be 
read as suspicion of them as fifth columns: despite outward appearances, their true loyalty 
would always lie elsewhere. Distrust of their sincerity in attending mass and living like 
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Irish Catholics was likely another contributing factor: they could never truly do so, due 
to their ethnicity. Sligo was a microcosm of the religious and ethnic tensions that violently 
interacted, and struggled for supremacy: in this case, perceived ethnic loyalties could 
overcome apparent religious affinities, as military realities and the possibility of defeat 
closed in. 
Officially, violence against ‘converts’ was neither sanctioned nor encouraged. 
October 1642 saw the newly-created Catholic Confederation promulgate an order 
protecting converts from violence of the kind witnessed in Sligo and elsewhere. 
Alongside forbidding any distinctions to be drawn between ‘old Irish, and old and new 
English’, it was also ordered ‘that all new converts born in his Majesty's dominions or 
elsewhere, without manifest occasion given by the persons converted to the contrary, and 
joyning in this cause, shall be accounted Catholicks and natives to all intents and 
purposes’.79 By the time of the decree however, it was too late for many. The great 
majority of the worst ‘anti-convert’ violence, specifically killing those who had already 
begun attending mass, was concentrated in the year prior to the October 1642 declaration. 
The Sligo massacre occurred in January 1642, while others can be tentatively dated from 
December 1641 through to the summer of 1642.80 It was a phenomenon heavily 
associated with the early stages of the rebellion. On the one hand, it was possibly a feature 
of the more ‘uncontrolled’ or ‘popular’ rebellion, with superiors exercising relatively little 
control over their followers, and the perpetrating of ‘revenge’ killings, fuelled by personal 
animosities in some cases.81 Specific instances of violence can also be read as responses 
to events ongoing in the wider conflict, such as the ‘disaster… in the North’ that spelled 
doom for many Sligo Protestants.  
The English and Scots as ethnically ‘other’, and thus a fundamental threat to Irish 
Catholics, was an idea with a long history. Similar pressure to convert had attended the 
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Nine Years’ War, with English settlers on the Munster Plantation reportedly told that 
unless they ‘were ready to conform themselves to the natives in religion’, they would be 
driven out.82 In the 1640s however, as we have seen, the ability to overcome ethnic 
difference through religious coercion was in doubt. Despite the pressure placed on many 
Protestants to ‘convert’ or ‘conform’, there still existed the fact of their Englishness or 
Scottishness, which frequently left them exposed to violence.  
The implication of such thinking was that while many English and Scots 
Protestants were drawn to attend mass during the rebellion, it did not cancel out their 
ethnicity, since it was not for true ‘zeal’ that they did so. It placed them rather in a double 
bind, since their actions marked them out as fundamentally untrustworthy. Indeed, Henry 
Jones and his deposition colleagues argued that the Catholic party ‘dare not trust such of 
our owne whom they have terrified by feare of death or wonne by promise of restauration 
or continuation of goods to their profession’, preferring instead to make ‘madd martyrs’ 
of them, ostensibly ‘lest they should live and relapse’.83 Cases such as these indicate that 
while there is much weight to arguments concerning the importance of religion to identity 
formation in early modern Ireland, the transition to a primarily religiously-defined society 
was not complete, nor arguably would it ever be. In this, the emphasis on religion defining 
‘Irishness’ may be in need of some qualification. Nowhere was this more apparent than 
in the treatment of ‘outliers’: those whose ethnicity and religion seemingly did not 
‘match’. Whether native Irish Protestants84 or English or Scottish Catholics, these ‘hard 
cases’ show the truly bloody crossroads of conflict where competing loyalties and the 
pressures of warfare were most apparent. Often subjected to criticisms and likely 
disapproval before the rebellion, they nonetheless offer insights into wider issues of 
religious and ‘national’ loyalties.85 
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Perhaps unsurprisingly, a large number of Irish Protestants appear to have 
attended mass after the rebellion broke out. Certainly, the most common account of those 
identified as ‘Irish Protestants’ in the depositions was in relation to their attendance at 
mass.86 Determining specific reasons or circumstances is often difficult, since many 
deponents merely gave the names of those they knew, or had heard of, who had ‘fallen 
away’. Such phrasing is however telling, as it implies both something passive – these 
people were not violently severed – but also a certain inevitability, as though such melting 
away was eventually bound to happen. It certainly calls into question how some Irish 
Protestants, and the depths of their religious convictions, were perceived by their English 
and Scottish co-religionists. It is probable that many Irish Protestants faced similar 
intimidation and threats to their English and Scottish co-religionists. They also faced the 
additional difficulty of expectations of loyalty and support from their kinsmen and the 
wider Irish community. With these, likely came expectations about religion.  
That Irish Protestants were both particular targets, as well as representing a 
particular ‘victory’ or ‘reward’ should they convert, is borne out when examining specific 
cases. One such example occurred in Kilkenny. An unnamed Irish Protestant soldier was 
captured as part of a group of six near the city, with five troopers summarily hanged, 
‘dying very patiently & yet resolutely in the maintenance of the protestant faith’. The 
sixth, an Irish Protestant, was offered his life ‘yf he would turne papist’. ‘But he chose 
death’ stated Joseph Wheeler, the witness.87 The violence of these acts must be situated 
in the bloodiness of the military campaigns waged by Protestant forces, including Lord 
President Sir William St Leger in Munster, and Dublin government’s activities in Leinster 
that saw both killing, and the devastation of the landscape.88 It is therefore probably not 
surprising to see soldiers treated harshly. However, it is significant that the only man 
offered the chance of survival was the Irish Protestant: he was evidently viewed both as 
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someone ripe for conversion, but also as an important propaganda tool. It was important 
for the Catholic cause to secure more support, but it is also likely the case that those 
viewed as ‘Irish’, seemingly ought to be Catholic. The two went hand in hand, and thus 
Irish Protestants emerged as particular targets. While the English and Scots could and 
should be expelled, Irish Protestants posed dilemmas for their kinsmen, as shown by the 
efforts spent on securing the conversion of the captured soldier. Where their conversion, 
or at least a degree of conformity, could not be secured, they were killed, paralleling the 
treatment of their co-religionists. Ethnic loyalties could only go so far, showing clearly 
the frictions between the proclaimed religious cause of the rebellion, and the continued 
pull of ‘national’ hostilities. The scattered instances of similar pressures exerted on 
Scottish and English Catholics further underlines this. 
In one case, the troops of Sir Frederick Hamilton encountered a Scottish man, 
James Wetherson, when they took the town of Sligo in July 1642. In the pamphlet relating 
the incident, Wetherson was described as ‘married to an Irish-woman, being in Sligo and 
confessing himselfe to have beene one of O’Connours Souldiers’, meaning O’Connor 
Sligo, whom we have already encountered in his role in the Sligo gaol killing. Wetherson 
was hanged by Hamilton’s men on 7 July 1642.89 It is not clear whether this Scotsman 
was a Catholic: his marriage to an Irishwoman, and his serving in the troop of O’Connor 
Sligo makes it very possible, especially in light of the stress placed upon attending mass 
that permeated dealings from the outbreak of the rebellion.90 His harsh treatment at the 
hands of Hamilton certainly indicates that his behaviour in fighting for the Irish Catholic 
cause was reprehensible, and worthy of death: the preceding passages to this encounter 
chronicle the sacking of Sligo Friary, including the burning of many ‘superstitious 
trumperies’, for which the troops thanked God ‘for our successe’.91 Taken together, the 
message of fervent anti-Catholicism and loyalty to the ‘true’ religion casts Wetherson’s 
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behaviour in a particular light. It mirrors in many respects the experiences of Irish 
Protestants: as people who had somehow ‘abandoned their nature’ through their 
confessional allegiance. 
Outliers, whether Irish Protestants or English and Scottish Catholics, existed at 
the crossroads of competing identities and loyalties, at a time when both were in flux. 
They demonstrate that while religion was certainly in the ascendant as arguably the most 
important marker of identity, affiliations also followed ethnic faultlines closely. It 
resulted in the apparent perception that an Irish person could not be truly so unless they 
were Catholic, unless they wished to abandon part of their nature. Irish Catholics felt the 
full force of this, as the messiness of conflict compelled hard choices. They nonetheless 
reinforce the idea both that many Irish Catholics were grasping for a mostly religiously-
informed ‘Irish’ identity as per the formula devised by figures such as Keating, but that 
the realities of mixed communities and the complexities of religious and ethnic identifiers 
often conspired against this.  
 
III 
‘Conversion’ was an integral part of the religious violence of the 1641 Irish 
Rebellion: it was weaponised as Catholics aimed at the ‘purification’ of Irish society and 
the elimination of ‘heresy’’. These actions were informed by decades of conflict and 
debate surrounding conversion and conformity in Ireland and England, with the violence 
mimicking both the behaviours and ideas of the confessional state. The outcomes, 
however, were patchy and inconsistent – the product of the confusion on both sides, of 
questions of actions versus belief, and the genuineness of such ‘conversions’. The Irish 
1640s also places the country firmly in the midst of debates on the ‘territorialising’ of 
early modern religion.92 Religion was simultaneously institutionally, historically, even 
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physically shaped, as well as theologically-driven, places the efforts of Irish Catholics in 
a number of different lights.  
There is firstly the apparently increasing identification of ‘Ireland’ as a place, and 
an ‘Irish’ identity, with Catholicism among Catholics actually living in Ireland. This 
represents a crucial next step in the idea’s development, from intellectuals such as 
Geoffrey Keating, to a tangible, if sometimes confused, expression among those 
inhabiting the contested island.93 A good example of this was the Confederation of 
Kilkenny itself, which sought to knit the historic enemies of Old English and Gaelic Irish 
as ‘Confederate Catholics’.94 The ‘free exercise of the Romish Catholiqe fayth and 
religion through out this land’ was a central article in its oath of allegiance, identifying 
Ireland as a place where Catholicism flourished.95 Attempts to mask old ethnic 
animosities between Old English and Gaelic Irish with confessional concord, especially 
when juxtaposed with the strength of anti-English sentiment, position Ireland as an 
important conceptual and literal battleground. Evolving ideas of faith and nation place it 
at the heart of the ‘British’ question, but also span European and Atlantic debates touching 
religion, conquest, conversion, and identity. 
Alongside this process of self-identification, there was also the intensive 
‘othering’ and conscious separating of Protestants and Protestantism from this Irish 
Catholic ideal. Writing in 1643, Henry Jones stated that the Irish Catholics ‘indeavoured 
utterly to root out of the face of this earth us, our blood & posteritie’, melding together 
the spiritual and the corporeal, the mental and physical landscapes of early modern Ireland 
which contained no place for English, Scottish or indeed ‘British’ Protestantism.96 
Rejecting Protestantism also involved wholesale rejection of any of its signs, symbols or 
tangible markers, ranging from buildings to human bodies. Conversion shows clearly the 
important and continuing interdependence of religious and ethnic factors in explaining 
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violence. A symphony of many forces created violence, though religion and religious 
animosities provided the profound base notes. Even as these religious markers become 
more dominant in determining ‘Irishness’, these ethnic hostilities continued to exert 
considerable influence, with often-vicious outcomes. The difficulties and variances seen 
in the drive to ‘convert’ demonstrates that  in many respects, a fully religious conception 
of ‘Ireland’ and ‘Irishness’ would never be possible while an ethnic ‘other’ persisted, 
even when those ‘others’ shared the same faith. In this, Ireland occupies an important 
place in a wider European and Atlantic story, and a world that witnessed bloody struggles 
over both faith and nation. 
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